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Hindu Pantheon 


Deities in the Hindu Pantheon: 

Each deity in the Hindu pantheon is an embodiment of an idea or philosophy. Each therefore is different from 
the other in the tasks they perform and the portfolio or office they hold. Accordingly every individual deity is 
furnished with powers and the other support mechanism necessary to perform his/her task. Here we present 
the results of an investigation that aims at providing the viewer with a brief idea of the encoded messages in the 
image. 

Resources: 

Harshananda, S. (1982). Hindu Gods and Goddesses. Chennai: Sri Ramakrishna Math. 

Jagannathan, S. (1984). Hinduism: An Introduction. Bombay: Vakils, Feffer and Simons Ltd. 

Mitchell, A. (1998). Hindu Gods and Goddesses. New Delhi: USB Publishers’ Distributors Ltd. 


Varshney, D. (1990). Myth and Symbols in Hindu Mythology. Delhi: Ajanta Publications (India). 


Wilkins, W. (1882). Hindu Mythology. New Delhi: Rupa. co. 
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Brahma 


Brahma: The creator 


Brahma, the first of the three great Hindu gods, is the maker and father of all gods and men. He is the source, 
the seed, of all that is. He is the boundless immensity, from which space, time and causation originate. He is the 
Golden Embryo (Hiranyagarbha), the ball of fire, from which the universe develops (Harshananda, 1982). In the 
Mahabharata, and Puranas, Brahma is said to have sprung from the lotus originating from the navel of Vishnu. 
The Vishnu Purana mentions the word Brahma as derived from the root vriha (to increase), because it is infinite 
(spirit), and because it is cause by which the Vedas (and all things) are developed (ibid). 


Brahma appears in the Hindu pantheon in the role of a creator. Accordingly he is equipped with all the know-how 
required for him to perform the task. His consort is Saraswati the goddess of knowledge. 
Interesting facts about Brahma 


Every temple, (dedicate to Shiva or Vishnu), must have a niche in the northern wall for Brahma, and his image 
must receive worship every day since he is an important deity (Harshananda, 1982). 


In temples exclusively dedicated to Brahma, his aspect as Visvakarma (the architect of the universe) is adopted. In 
this form he is shown as having four heads, four arms holding the rosary, the book, the KuSa grass and the water 


pot, and riding on his swan. (25) 


As part of the Hindu Trinity; Brahma creates the world, Vishnu sustains it and Shiva destroys it. 
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Saraswati 


Saraswati: the goddess of Wisdom and Knowledge 

Saraswati is the shakti, the power and consort or wife of Brahma the creator. She is the mother of the Vedas and 
the inventor of Devanagiri letters (Wilkins, 1882). Primarily a river deity, her name means ‘the flowing one’ or ‘the 
watery’. Thus she is associated with fertility and purification. She is also the goddess of speech Vach. Saraswati is 
considered the representation of all sciences, arts, crafts and skills. 

The person who has been entrusted with the work of creation or legislation must be learned and this is the rea- 

son why goddess Saraswati (goddess of knowledge) was made the consort of Brahma. (Varshney, 1990) 


Interesting facts about Saraswati 


Saraswati is celebrated both as a river and a goddess (Wilkins, 1882: 109). 
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Lakshmi 


Lakshmi: the goddess of wealth 


Sri or Lakshmi is the goddess of fortune and wealth. She is the power and consort of Vishnu, the preserver. 
Lakshmi is depicted as the goddess of wealth, fortune, power and beauty in the Vedas. Lakshmi is said to be svar- 
na hasta (one having golden hands), which means she pours out riches. Lakshmi is usually described as enchant- 
ingly beautiful and standing on a lotus, holding lotuses in each of her two hands and wearing a lotus garland. 
Owing to her association with the flower she is also called Padma or Kamala. 


Interesting facts about Lakshmi 


Lakshmi was born out of the ocean of milk at the time of its churning. 
As the consort of Vishnu, Lakshmi is born as his spouse whenever he incarnates. Thus, when he appeared as 
Vamana, Parsurama, Rama and Krishna, she appeared as Padma, Dharani, Sita and Rukmini. 


Lakshmi has a sister Alakshmi (also known at Jyeshtha) who is the opposite of Lakshmi. 
According to one legend the churning of the ocean was taken up by the gods to retrieve Lakshmi who has dis- 
solved into the ocean of milk. 


After emerging from the ocean, many gifts were bestowed on Lakshmi. Among the gifts, was the Vaijayanti mala 
which she used to put around the neck of Vishnu whom she chose as her spouse. 

Lakshmi is described as a fickle and fleeting companion and one who is difficult to be with. In fact, she is seen as 
attracted to Vishnu because he himself took so many forms, thus managing to retain her attention (Mahalaksh- 
mi, 2009). 
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Vishnu 


Vishnu: the preserver 


Vishnu, is the second deity of the Hindu Trinity. He is responsible for the sustenance, protection and maintenance 
of the create universe. The word Vishnu means ‘one who pervades, one who has entered into everything’. As a 
god who has the responsibility of maintenance, Vishnu requires lots of wealth; his consort therefore is Lakshmi 

- the goddess of wealth. The vehicle of Vishnu is a bird (eagle or hawk) or a half man half bird named Garuda , 
whose name means “Wings of Speech”, a figure of great strength, power and piety. 


Whenever the world was threatened by a great calamity, or by the wickedness of its inhabitants, Vishnu, as Pre- 
server, comes to earth in some form, restores the balance and when his work was done returns again to the skies. 


Thus Vishnu is said to have taken at least nine avatars at various points of time. He is yet to appear in the form of 
Kalki. 


Interesting facts about Vishnu 

Vishnu’s abode is Vaikuntha. 

Vishnu took the form of a female - Mohini to trick the asuras and make sure the gods get a share of the amrita. 
As Mohini, Vishnu has a son with Shiva who is known as Harihara (also known as Ayyappa). 


As part of the Hindu Trinity; Brahma creates the world, Vishnu sustains the world and Shiva destroys it. 
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Shiva 


Shiva: the destroyer 


Shiva (sanskrit: auspicious one), the third deity of the Hindu Trinity, is responsible for the dissolution of the uni- 
verse. Literally, Shiva is one in whom the universe ‘sleeps’ after destruction and before the next cycle of creation. 
All that begins must come to an end. All that is born must die. This is the inviolable law. Shiva is the principle that 
brings about this disintegration, and is the power behind this destruction. But as Shankara he also reproduces 
that which has been destroyed. 


Shiva means that which is transcendent. Shiva means God who cannot be contained by space or time, God who 
needs no form. His symbol ‘Lingam’ of the phallus represents his reproductive power. His guardian is Nandi (the 
white bull) whose statue can be found watching over the main shrine. The bull is said to embody sexual energy, 
fertility. Riding on its back, Shiva is in control of these impulses. The goddess Parvati is his consort and shakti. 
Ganesha and Kartikeya are his sons. 


The sacred mark of Shiva is three horizontal lines across the forehead. In mythic art, vertical lines associated with 
Vishnu represent activity, while horizontal lines represent inertia. Shiva’s mark is horizontal to remind us that 
nothing needs to be done actively to destroy the three worlds. The three worlds created by Brahma i.e. the body, 
the property and the rest of nature will eventually collapse as Prakriti (nature) stakes her claim (Pattanaik, D., 
2011). 

As part of the Hindu Trinity; Brahma is the priest, who creates the world, Vishnu is the king, sustains it and Shiva 
is the ascetic destroys it. 

Interesting facts about Shiva 

His abode is Kailasa in the great Himalayas. 


Shiva is worshipped both in the anthropomorphic aspect and as the Linga. 


Shiva is said to be half man and half woman. The Shiva Linga -the symbol of Lord Shiva consists of both Lingam 
(phallus) and yoni (the female organ). 
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Design Resource Ichnographically Shiva may have two, three, four, eight, ten or even thirty-two hands. Some of the various objects 


5 5 5 shown in his hands are: Trishula (trident), Cakra (discus), Parasu (battleaxe), Damaru (drum), Aksamala (rosary), 
Iconography in H : nd uism Mrga (deer), pasa (noose), Danda (staff), Pinaka or Ajagava (bow), Khatvanga (magic wand), Pasupata (spear), Pad- 


Decoding the Pictorial Script ma (lotus), Kapala (skull-cup), Darpana (mirror), Khadga (sword) and so on. 


by 

Sherline Pimenta Shiva’s bow is called the Pinaka. It was this bow that the princes were asked to lift and string in order to win Sita’s 

IDC, IIT Bombay hand in marriage. The prince Rama not only lifted the bow with ease but also broke it while attempting to string 
it and won the hand of Sita. 


Shiva is Purusha (humanity), while Parvati is Prakriti (nature). In art Purusha is visualized as the male head with- 
out the body while Prakriti is visualized as the female body without the head. 
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Once Parvati, in a playful mood, closed 
his two eyes, and the entire world was 
plunged in darkness. To save the world 
from this predicament, Shiva willed 

a third eye in between his eyebrows, 
sending forth light, fire and heart. 


This eye is normally kept closed and 
when it opens destruction ensues. 
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Nataraja 


Nataraja (Shiva): The King of dancers 


Famous among the various aspects of Shiva that are worshipped is the Nrtta or Tandava murti from. Here Shiva 
is shown as Nataraja, the king of dancers. The Nataraja icon is a unified and dynamic composition expressing the 
rhythm and harmony of life. This cosmic dance of Shiva is called ‘Ananda Tandava, the Dance of Delight, it signi- 
fies the cosmic cycles of creation, preservation and destruction, as well as the daily rhythm of birth and death. 


The Legend of Shiva Nataraja 


In the Thillai forests resided a group of sages who believed in the supremacy of magic and the thought that God 
can be controlled by rituals and mantras or magical words. In order to defy the sages, Shiva came into the forest 
assuming the form of Bhikshatana, a simple mendicant seeking alms. He was accompanied by his consort, Vishnu 
as Mohini. On seeing the handsome form of Shiva, the wives of the sages were enchanted. This enraged the rishis 
and they invoked scores of serpents by performing magical rituals. Shiva lifted the serpents and donned them as 
ornaments on his matted locks, neck and waist. Further enraged, the sages summoned a fierce tiger, whose skins 
were used by Shiva as a wrap around his waist. 


The rishis gathered all their spiritual strength and invoked a powerful demon Muyalakan or Apasmarapurusa - a 
symbol of complete arrogance and ignorance. Shiva wore a gentle smile, stepped on the demon’s back, immobi- 
lized him and performed the Ananda Tandava disclosing his true form. The sages surrender, realizing that Shiva is 
the truth and he is beyond magic and rituals. 


Interesting facts about Nataraja (Shiva) 


Shiva was first depicted as Nataraja in the famous Chola bronzes and sculptures of Chidambaram, east-central 
Tamil Nadu, South India.. 


The two most common forms of Shiva’s dance are the Lasya (the gentle form of dance), associated with the crea- 
tion of the world, and the Tandava (the violent and dangerous dance) associated with destruction of the world. 


It is said that he dances every evening in order to relieve the suffering of creatures and entertain the gods who 
gather at Kailasa. 
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Ganesha: The remover of obstacles 


Ganesha or Ganpati is the lord of obstacles. The elder son of Shiva and Parvati (according to most accounts), he 
is know by many names some of which are Vinayaka, Vignesvara, Gajanana (one having the head (= anana) of an 
elephant (= gaja). Ganesha is worshipped before undertaking any task, as he has the power to remove obstacles. 


Ganesha has two Shaktis or consorts, Riddhi and Siddhi (according to some accounts, she is replaced by Buddhi). 


The birth of Ganesha 
The are many stories that tell of the birth of Ganesha 


1) Once the gods required a deity capable of removing all obstacles from their path of action. At their request, 
Shiva himself was born of the womb of Parvati as Gajanana. 


2) One day Parvati, just for fun, prepared an image of a child, out of the unguents smeared over her body. She cre- 
ated the child with the head of an elephant and then threw it into the river Ganga. It came to life and both Ganga 
and Parvati addressed the boy as their child. Therefore, Ganesha is also known as Dvaimatura (one who has two 
mothers). 


3) Another account states that Parvati prepared the image of a child out of the scurf from her body, gave him life, 
and ordered him to stand guard before her house. Shiva arrived and was prevented from entering the house by 
the boy who did not know who Shiva was. In anger Shiva beheaded the boy who dared debar him. When Parvati 
saw what had happened she was inconsolable. Eager to make amends Shiva replaced the head of the boy with 
the head of the first animal he came across (which happened to be the elephant). Furthermore he appointed his 
new son as the head of his retinues called ganas. Thus the boy came to be known as Ganapati (Pati = Lord, of the 
Gana = clan or group). 
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Ganesha is worshipped in various forms such as Balaganapati (Ganesha depicted as a child) and Tarunaganapti 
(Ganesha depicted as a young man). 
An important form of Ganesha is Mahaganapati. In this form he has ten hands, each holding objects bestowed 
by ten deities. Among these are the fruit of the citron tree, associated with Shiva, the sugar cane bow, a gift from 
Source: Kama (god of love), an arrow of a rice shoot, a gift from the earth, Varaha’s mace and Vishnu’s discus. 
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ganesha There is a belief amongst Hindus that it is inauspicious to see the moon on Vinayaka Chaturthi, which is believed 


to be the birthday of Ganesha. According to a legend, Ganesha riding on his tiny mouse, when the mouse stum- 
bled on a snake that was lying in its path. As a result of the collision Ganesha was thrown to the ground. Upon 
seeing this, the moon laughed. Ganesha cursed the moon and also forbid people from seeing the moon on that 
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Kartikeya 


Kartikeya: Commander-in-chief of the Gods 


Kartikeya the son of Shiva and Parvati, the brother of Ganesha is the commander-in chief of the army of the 
Gods. 

Kartikeya is known by various names some of these are: 

Being a very young and virile his is ‘Kumara’ or ‘Sanatkumara’. 

A forceful attacker in war, he is known as ‘Skanda’. ‘Skanda’ also means one who has accumulated the power of 
chastity. 

He likes hold people (Brahmanas) and is hence known as ‘Subrahmanya’. 

He once broke down the Kraufica-parvata (a mountain) and earned the name Krauficabhetta. 

He exposed Brahma’s ignorance of the Vedas and hence got the name Brahma-Sasta. 

His other names are Guha meaning the secret one, Gangeya i.e. son of Ganga and Svami-natha the preceptor of 
his own father. 


Interesting facts about Kartikeya 


The sixth day of the lunar month (sasthi) is considered sacred to him. 
His temples are usually found on hill-tops. 
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Saptamatrikas: Seven Mothers 


Matrikas are goddesses of the battlefield. Saptamatrikas are a group of seven Hindu mother goddesses, each 

of whom is the shakti, or female counterpart, of a god. The seven goddesses are always depicted together. Each 
of the goddesses have come to take their name from a particular god; they are Brahmani (shakti of Brahma), 
Vaishnavi (shakti of Brahma), Maheshvari (shakti of Brahma), Indrani (shakti of Brahma), Kaumari (shakti of 
Brahma), Varahi (shakti of Varaha avatar of Vishnu) and Chamunda or Narasimhi (shakti of Narashimha avatar of 
Vishnu). They arearmed with the same weapons, wear the same ornaments and ride the same vahanas and also 
carry the same banners like their corresponding male Gods do. Representations of the goddesses are found in 
shrines throughout India, frequently flanked by Virabhadra (a ferocious form of Lord Shiva) on the left and the 
elephant-headed Ganesha on the right. 


Mythology 
There are many accounts about the matrikas. 


Puranic myths state that the matrikas are the Shakti of Shiva, Indra and other gods; and 

they are goddesses of the battlefield. According to a legend Shiva and Vishnu joined together and tried to kill the 
asura named Andhaka and failed. They then created the seven mothers to kill him. Andhakasura had a boon ac- 
cording to which from each drop of blood that fell on the ground there rose another asura. It is believed that the 
seven goddesses drank up that blood and did not allow it to fall on the ground, this made it easier for lord Shiva 
to kill the Asura. 


The Vamana Purana gives another version about the birth of Sapta Matrikas. A war took place between the 
Devas and the Asuras. When the Asuras, Chanda and Munda, were killed, another asura named Raktabija entered 
the battlefield with chariots, elephants, horses and infantry. Seeing the large troop, Kauisiki and Kali (goddesses) 
made a loud sound and from their mouth Maheswari and Brahmani came out seated on a swan and wearing 
rosary and holding water pot in their hands. From the lion of Maheswari came out Kaumari, seated on a peacock 
and holding a lance. Vaishnavi came out from Kaumari’s hand, seated on Garuda and holding a conch, discus, club, 
sword, bow and arrow. From her posterior came out Varahi, seated on the Seshnaga (serpent), and from her heart 
came out Narasimhini with fierce claws, and from her foot Chamunda came out. 


The Varaha-purana, however states that these mother goddesses are eight in mother and includes among them 
the goddess Yogeswari, the Purana further says that these matrikas represent eight mental qualities, 
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by ; ; e Vaishnavi lobha or covetousness 
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IDC, IIT Bombay ¢ Kaumari moha or illusion 
+ Indrani, matsanya or faultfinding 
¢ Chamunda pasunya or tale bearing 
The Mahabharata narrates in different chapters the birth of warrior-god Skanda (the son of Shiva and Parvati) 
and his association with the Matrikas — his adopted mothers. In one version, Indra (king of demi-gods) sends 
Source: the goddesses called “mothers of the world” to kill him. However, upon seeing Skanda, instead they follow their 
http://dsource.in/resource/iconography-hinduism/ maternal instincts and raise him. 
saptamatrikas Another account mentions the Matrikas, a group of the wives of six of the Saptarishis (7 great sages), who were 


accused of being Skanda’s real mothers and thus abandoned by their husbands. They request Skanda to adopt 
them as his mothers. Skanda agrees and grants them two boons: to be worshipped as great goddesses and per- 
mission to torment children til they are younger than 16 years and then act as their protectors. These six god- 


1. Hindu Pantheon desses as well as the Saptamatrikas are identified or associated with Vedic Krittikas, the constellation Pleiades. 


2. Brahma 

3. Saraswati 

4. Lakshmi Interesting facts about Saptamatrikas 

5. Vishnu The earliest sculpted forms of Mother Goddesses date back to third century B.C. The matrikas are idolized as 

6. Dashavatar caring and protective mothers by the sculptures as against their frightening and ferocious depiction in the scrip- 
7. Shiva tures. 

8. Nata raja In some places the goddesses are each provided with a child each, which is placed either on the lap or is made to 
9. Ganesha stand by the side. 
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11. Vahana 
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16. Contact Details 
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Kamadeva 


Kamadeva is the Hindu god of love or desire. He is generally regarded as the son of Vishnu and Lakshmi, under 
the forms of Krishna and Rukmini, but he is also described in some accounts as the son of Brahma. 


According to one hymn in the Rig Veda, Kama is worshipped and is said to be unequalled by the gods; according 
to another, he is the god of sexual love, like Eros of the Greeks, and Cupid of the Latins. 


Kama is known in Hindu mythology as a victim of Shiva’s anger. 


Interesting facts about Kamadeva 


Kamadeva is wed to Rati, a daughter of Prasuti and Daksha (another son/creation of Brahma) who herself person- 
ified sensual pleasure. 


His second wife is Priti, the personification of affection, by whom he has a daughter Trishna or “thirst,” represent- 
ative of insatiable desire. 


He travels about through the three worlds, accompanied by his wife Rati, a cuckoo and the humming bees, spring 
personified. 


Other names of Kamadeva are: 

Madan meaning ‘He who intoxicates with love’ 
Manmatha meaning ‘He who agitates the mind’ 
Mara meaning ‘He who wounds’ 

Pradyumna meaning ‘He who is without body’ 
Kusumeshu meaning ‘He whose arrows are flowers’ 
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Durga 


According to a narrative in the Devi Mahatmya, Durga was created as a warrior goddess to fight an asura named 
Mahishasura. He had unleashed a reign of terror on earth, heaven and the nether worlds, and he could not be 
defeated by any man or god, anywhere. The gods went to Brahma, who had given Mahishasura the power not to 
be defeated by a man, but Brahma could do nothing. The gods then went to Vaikuntha-the place where Vishnu 
lay on Ananta Naag. They found both Vishnu and Shiva, and Brahma related the reign of terror Mahishasur had 
unleashed on the three worlds. Hearing this Vishnu, Shiva and all of the gods became very angry and beams of 
fierce light emerged from their bodies. The blinding sea of light met at the ashram of a priest named Katyayan 
and Durga emerged from this pool of light. The goddess Durga took the name Katyaayani from the priest and 
emerged from the sea of light. She introduced herself in the language of the Rig-Veda, saying she was the form 
of the supreme Brahman who had created all the gods. Now she had come to fight the demon to save the gods. 


Upon encountering Durga, Mahishasura underestimated her, thinking: “How can a woman kill me, Mahishasur-the 
one who has defeated the trinity of gods?” However, Durga roared with laughter, which caused an earthquake 
and made Mahishasur aware of her powers. 


Mahishasura rampaged against Durga, changing forms many times. First he was a buffalo demon, and she de- 
feated him with her sword. Then he changed forms and became an elephant that tied up the goddess’s lion and 
began to pull it towards him. The goddess cut off his trunk with her sword. The demon Mahishasur continued 
his terrorizing, taking the form of a lion, and then the form of a man, but both of them were gracefully slain by 
Durga. 


Then Mahishasur began attacking once more, starting to take the form of a buffalo again. The patient goddess 
became very angry and threatened the demon. When Mahishasur had half emerged into his buffalo form, he was 
paralyzed by the extreme light emitting from the goddess’s body. The goddess then resounded with laughter 
before cutting Mahishasur’s head down with her sword. Thus, Durga is also known as Mahishasurmardhini-the 
slayer of Mahishasur. 


Interesting facts about Durga 


It is found in the Markandeya Puran that Devi Durga was worshipped for the first time by king Suratha who was 
born in the Kshatriya clan during the period of second Manu. 


There are many incarnations of Durga: Kali, Bhagvati, Bhavani, Ambika, Lalita, Gauri, Kandalini, Java, Rajeswari, et 
al. 
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